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Meaningful experiences: designing participation programmes that can support education, 




This paper shows how multigenerational learning activities can be scaffolded to 
facilitate inclusive engagement and also address perceived barriers to participation. 
Taking case studies of the University of Westminster Tate Exchange programmes 
from 2017 to 2020 it shows how Tate Exchange offers a free-choice learning 
environment but this also reveals complex needs and expectations for the public. 
The research resulted in a theoretical outcomes: two ‘operational models for 
participation’ which could be applied practically to allow the creative teams to 
structure their approach to working with the public. These models, the (i) 'Three-ring 
model of activities’ and (ii) ‘Triangle of participation’ and were then refined and 
developed through an Action Research process over three years of programming and 
were re-interpreted as the creative teams’ needs changed, opportunities arose and 
the appetite for new challenges increased. It also shows how evaluation methods 
can use a participatory approach so that the public could develop their own 
language of self-evaluation facilitated by student evaluators. The paper concludes 
with reflections on how planned public activity for Tate Exchange in 2020 had to 
move online because of Covid-19 but that elements of the operation models could 




The following quotes come from people who attended projects at Tate Exchange. They 
indicate how Tate Exchange programmes can provide opportunities for visitors and project 
leaders to make a meaningful connection between being in the art museum and their own 
lives.  
 
“I was able to sit back for a minute and experience Tate Modern like I never had 
before. I was already familiar with the spaces and the artwork that we were asked to 
work with, but I had never thought of it with any of my senses other than my sight. I 
was probably unconsciously using my smell, hearing and touch senses but I had never 
stopped to think about it. It was interesting to sit around a table with people I did not 
know and the more we shared why we thought a smell was similar to an artwork the 
more we felt comfortable with each other. “ 
Maria, participant, 2017 
 
"The experience helped to completely remove certain preconceptions about museums 
visitor as "predominantly passive" in the museum experience. I now identify that 
every individual has the potential to generate interesting conversations using their 
personal experiences regardless of their previous exposure with art or cultural 
products. [It was] enhancing the idea of a museum as a place for meaningful 
experiences and not as a ‘three-dimensional art history lesson’”  
Milo, student organiser, 2018 
 
 “Amazing. A wonderful time. I’ll come again.”  
Christine, age 102, participant, 2019 
 
 
These three responses indicate different ways that activities can create new levels of 
meaning for organisers and participants alike. The experiences being referred to resulted 
from programmes designed and led by students from the University of Westminster, a Tate 
Exchange Associate.  
 
The first programe, titled Tasty and Smelly in 2017, was in response to the theme of 
‘Exchange’ set by Tate Exchange’s lead artist, and to which the Associates were invited to 
use as a key concept. This programme primarily consisted of multisensory activities full of 
smells and tastes that visitors could use to trigger associations to their memories, art, or the 
museum itself, and that could be used to stimulate shared activity and dialogues between 
visitors. The second in 2018, titled Make or Break, responded to the theme of ‘Production’ 
and involved visitors creating objects, destroying others and playing with the concept of 
being a ‘maker’. The third in 2019 was The Museum of Things That Don't Stand Still and 
featured activities where things were in transition or explored the metaphor of ‘movement’, 
the annual theme for Tate Exchange. 
 
These three programmes had two principles in common: firstly, that creativity was at the 
heart of all the projects; secondly that the activities were designed so that interactions 
could take place between participants and that sharing or co-creating was an important part 
of the way they were organised. One outcome of the programmes was that they resulted in 
the material content of some sort which provided the visual evidence of there being a 
growing creative environment. But a more important outcome was not visible: it was that 
small transformative moments, or even just small moments of pleasure, might have taken 
place. 
 




Figure I & ii: Tate Exchange participant receiving a ‘secret message’ from ‘The Globe’ (2019) and community 
participants and students working together in Spread Your Wings (2019) 
 
This essay looks at the way that the University programmes developed through a strategy 
for participation and how it devised a set of principles that it could follow and adapt over a 
three year period. It shows how Action Research methodology was employed to examine 
how participatory arts projects could provide multi-level engagement for visitors and to 
contribute to the students learning. It also addresses the way that evaluation is an 
important component of projects of this nature and that evaluation methods need to 
change and adapt to challenges and developments as a project evolves. 
 
At the time of writing, the programme for 2020, the fourth year of operation, has been 
affected by the COVID-19 crisis and the closure of Tate, along with all other museums in 
London. However, rather than cancelling the planned programme, our activities have been 
reframed and taken online. Although not at Tate Exchange, the lessons learned through the 
previous three years are being applied and tested to see how virtual communities can be 
participatory ones. What has become clear through the social distancing because of the 
pandemic is that ideas about community engagement and socially engaged practice need to 
be flexible and adaptable, and finding ways to build on the knowledge of successful past 
practices is one way ahead. 
 
Trust and values: an Associate’s perspective 
The University of Westminster Associate programme for Tate Exchange is managed by the 
academic team teaching the postgraduate course, Museums, Galleries and Contemporary 
Culture MA. We embraced the offer to become an Associate Member of Tate Exchange 
because we recognized that this would create a unique opportunity for our students. The 
MA course is based on the principle that student learning is hugely enriched by gaining an 
understanding of the issues, challenges and opportunities facing museums through practice. 
From our perception, Tate Exchange is important as an experimental space that enables the 
museum to find different ways to engage with diverse audiences and communities. It is also 
extremely significant as an experiment in trust relationships: trust can be seen in the 
manner in which Tate invites a wide range of partners to design and deliver activities within 
the space in ways that can support and articulate Tate’s values; trust and good faith also 
resides in the part of the Associates because their organisation’s aims to be accommodated 
within the art museum without any conflict; trust also exists on the part of the visitors who 
may be coming into a space that is unlike anything else in the building they expect to 
experience. However, there is also a broader context of trust: museums operate in a trust 
relationship with society, as cultural institutions granted status within the public sphere. 
They are given substantial status and credibility because they are deemed to provide an 
important cultural service which not only preserves and nurtures creativity knowledge or 
heritage but that also stimulates and offers spaces for debate, expression and inclusion1. 
Tate Exchange, and its Associates’ programmes, brings this into sharp reality. 
 
Initiatives like Tate Exchange illustrate that the trust relationship museums have with 
society increasingly requires them to be open as opposed to restrictive, adventurous as 
opposed to conservative, and proactive as opposed to passive. This initiative is not just a 
local concern but it needs to be seen in a wider context. A debate at the International 
Council of Museums [ICOM] conference in 2019 epitomised the change to the 
understanding of the role museums play as part of society when a new definition was 
proposed for the term ‘museum’.2 It acknowledged the functional and traditional roles that 
museums have played but also determined that they were places of engagement, agents for 
change and had a responsibility to address political or social issues both of local and global 
interest. The debate around the new definition was not resolved at the ICOM conference 
but the reverberations of the discussion were widely felt. This is the context in which 
 
1 Glenn D. Lowry (2004) “A Deontological Approach to Art Museums and the Public Trust” in James Cuno ed. 
Whose Muse? Art Museums and the Public Trust Princeton: Princeton University Press   
2 ICOM (2017) Museum definition < https://icom.museum/en/activities/standards-guidelines/museum-
definition> 
initiatives like Tate Exchange operate and how a "values-based" approach can be seen as an 
expression of this change across the cultural sector. A generation of museum professionals, 
enthusiasts and critical observers have addressed the need for museums to engage more 
directly and openly with the public and specifically investigate the needs of their visitors and 
non-visitors, to be poly-vocal, inclusive and brave. In the UK documents such as the DCMS 
Mendoza Review3, Museums Association’s Museums Change Lives4 and the Paul Hamlyn 
Foundation report Our Museum5 have all pointed the way for a deeper and more sustained 
understanding of social relationships and emphasized the need for institutions to open 
themselves to the participation of the public, not just as passive recipients but to participate 
as protagonists and content creators.  
 
Tate Exchange, therefore, sits in the middle of a complex set of contexts, both local and 
global, and the consequently the Associates and the programmes they create are 
instrumental in bridging the theoretical with the actual. The Associates’ programmes are 
therefore part of a new generation of interaction between museums and the public seen at 
the granular level. Their uniqueness is due to the context in which they operate and that 
they contribute to a critical mass of socially engaged public programmes.  
 
   
Figure iii: Participants deciding on moral and ethics choices in ‘Make Your Decision’ (2018) 
 
 
3 Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport Documents The Mendoza Review: an independent review of 
museums in England, 14 November 2017 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-mendoza-review-an-
independent-review-of-museums-in-england 
4 Museums Association (2013) Museums Change Lives: the MA's vision for the impact of museums 
https://www.museumsassociation.org/download?id=1001738 




Figure iv: Participants deciding on moral and ethics choices in ‘Make Your Decision’ (2018) 
 
Professional learning and self-reflection  
Associates also bring with them the additional context of their institutional priorities and 
values. One of the key priorities for the University of Westminster is to enable students to 
take part in "real world" activities in a professional environment and gain the skills required 
for ‘reflective learning’6. From this perspective, a project like Tate Exchange interacts with 
the theoretical education students receive on their course, but it is more than just 
supplementary content because the direct experience they receive provides a fundamental 
and distinctly different form of learning. By taking part in the Tate Exchange programme, 
students can engage with the ‘affordances’ of the organization7 that are otherwise 
unavailable to them if they are only learning theoretically. They can make decisions about 
how their projects evolve, be responsible for the decisions they make and their outcomes, 
and they map out their own learning activities, all of which let them develop maturity and 
professionalism.   
 
 
6 Deborah A. Sugerman et. al. (2000) Reflective Learning: Theory and Practice Dubuque: Kendall Hunt 
7 Michael Hammond (2010) 'What is an affordance and can it help us understand the use of ICT in education?' 
Education and Information Technologies, 15(3), 205-217 
    
 
Figures v & vi: Students designing space layout for ‘Waterloo Lives (2019) 
 
Applying Action Research methodology 
Faced with the challenge to work with Tate Exchange, we aimed to develop a programme 
that provided an innovative student learning experience and that could also provide a 
knowledge exchange between the museum and the University. However, we recognised it 
would require a framework through which its outcomes could be followed and it could be 
evaluated. Although participatory practice and co-design in museums have generated a 
considerable amount of literature over the last decade8 there were no existing models that 
we could easily apply to what we were looking to achieve by combining student ‘workplace 
learning’ and museum-based socially engaged practice. As a result, decided to conceptualise 
this as a practice-based research endeavour which became fundamental to the way we 
developed our approach. To do so we adopted an Action Research method that provided us 
with the freedom to be experimental and treat the structure and outcomes of what we 
were working on as emergent. This approach also enabled us to reflect upon how we were 
approaching our programme as it progressed and at the end of each annual iteration. Most 
importantly, it enabled us to develop models of participatory practice that we could follow 
and refine over three years and further into the future. 
 
Research in a creative environment like Tate Exchange requires the kind of flexibility that 
Action Research (AR) can offer because it is dynamic, not static, and at no point are the 
researchers separated from the activity taking place. Although AR is well established as a 
methodology within the arts and humanities its critics often cite that it is not able to provide 
robust analysis because it is too flexible 9. However, at the heart of AR is always a "real-
world" situation, where the scenario being addressed is not constructed for the 
investigation but instead is an ongoing circumstance or problem that requires human 
 
8 Nina Simon (2010) The Participatory Museum Santa Cruz, California: Museum 2.0; Piotr Bienkowski (2014) 
Communities and Museums as. Active Partners: Emerging learning from the Our Museum initiative London: 
Paul Hamlyn Foundation; Andrea Cunningham, Polly Richards, Anna Salaman ‘Participation on Trial’ (2014) 
Museum ID, Issue 16,    
9 Bridget Somekh (2006) Action Research: A Methodology For Change And Development Maidenhead: Open 
University Press; Martyn Hammersley (2004) ‘Action research: a contradiction in terms?’, Oxford Review of 
Education, 30:2, 165-181; Jean Mcniff (2017) Action Research, London: Sage 
intervention or action. Researchers using AR are therefore not impartial investigators, but 
are actors within the operation, alongside the other participants, and have an investment in 
the ‘real world’ outcomes of the activity. These can be studied over a period of time, in a 
cyclical fashion which involves planning, acting, observing and reflecting. 
 
We deduced that this methodology would also be useful in the context of Tate Exchange 
because, using AR, researchers can manage and control variables which affect how people 
interact with each other and go about their work. By taking an AR approach we were able to 
separate the ‘known objectives’ from the ‘unknown’. The ‘known objectives’ were to do 
with student learning, public engagement and our management of the programme.10 The 
‘unknown’ were those that we anticipated could arise within each year's programme 
because of the requirements of operating in a dynamic environment or because of factors 
beyond our control.  
 
The first iterative cycle of the AR commenced with a preliminary stage in the form of a 
series of workshops where we brainstormed how we might organize a programme and 
reflected on students own experience as visitors to art museums and what had enabled or 
discouraged them from taking part in activities. We also addressed the theoretical models 
for participation projects and similarly mapped these against the students' own experience. 
From this process, we then considered who our key audiences and users were and how we 
wanted to construct opportunities for participation and provide each activity with a clear 
‘invitation to participate’11 that the visitors could easily comprehend. To this point, our 
testing was hypothetical, because we were not yet working in the space of Tate Exchange, 
although our programme also included leadership and mentoring from experienced curators 
and graduates12. However, most of the students involved had no experience in working in 
public activities and rarely had they been asked to come up with creative ideas which they 
would be required to refine and develop. 
 
 
10 We recognized from the outset that we would review each programme against multiple aims: what the 
students had learned about pubic engagement from their activities; had they learned to apply generic and 
transferable skills such as teamwork, creative thinking and problem solving; how the public interacted with the 
activities and how this related to the prior expectations of the organisers; and how the public responded through 
feedback and observation. We also addressed how our programme had operated administratively, for example: 
had it been 'value for money' or could we have done things more affordably to get the same result; had our 
management practices been useful; had we created the best opportunities for the students to learn through their 
experience of developing their activities. We also evaluated the methods we had used to gain information from 
the public as participants in the events, and whether there were other factors we needed to take into account the 
way that people had responded to the programme. 
 
11 Rhiannon Mason, Christopher Whitehead, and Helen Graham, “One Voice to Many Voices? Displaying 
Polyvocality in an Art Museum,” in eds. Viv Golding and Wayne Modest Museums and Communities: 
Curators, Collections and Collaboration, London: Bloomsbury, p.173. 
12 The University programme was supported by: Claire Dobbin (2017-2019), Vicky Koutsounaki (2017) 
Vasiliki Ioannidou (2017), Talita Jenman (2018) and Alexa Wright (2019-2020) 




Figures vii & viii: Students setting up their activities for ‘The Museum of Things that Don’t Stand Still’ (2019) 
 
 
Operational models for participation 
Working through hypothetical models as the start of the AR was important because it 
provided us what we termed as ‘operational models for participation’. These provided us 
with conceptual structures which we could work with and reflect upon, and applying the 
operational models became increasingly important to us as we developed our approach 
over the three-year programme. It gave us structures to refer to that were consistent even 
though they could be re-interpreted as our needs changed, our opportunities arose and our 
appetite for new challenges increased. These then developed over the three year period 
into (i) a 'Three-ring’ model of activities and (ii) a Triangle of participation and engagement. 
 
'Three-ring’ model of activities 
Developing simple graphics for our operational models was a way of using ‘visual thinking’13 
and became an important part of our strategy. It helped inform how we communicated with 
the students about the way they would be working and to our partners about the 
 
13 Rudolf Arnheim, Visual Thinking (1969; 2004) 2004 Berkley: University of California Press 
programme design. It also provided a useful tool when we interacted with the organisers at 
Tate and shared information about our experience with other Associates. The first 
operational model addressed the way that the designs of activities could enable differing 
options for engagement and participation and be scaffolded to provide different levels of 
complexity. This model was visualised using the well-established form of three interlocking 




Figure ix: ‘Three-ring' model of activities 
 
The first circle represents ‘self-led’ activities which were designed as activities that required 
no instruction and people could simply take part without any written explanation or 
interaction with student facilitators. An example of this might be a display board with 
material such as threads or paper where the purpose was clear from its presentation and 
the public could easily take part, write notes, arrange items or create designs. Or it could be 
a multi-sensory experience where the public would simply handle or smell objects, listen to 
sounds, and make comments if they wished. These activities were not time-limited in that 
they were open installations with no beginning or end so that participants could join in at 
any time. During our first year, we realised the importance of giving people time and space 
to explore for themselves without guidance. We also realised that our purpose was not to 
present artworks or stand-alone displays since this was what visitors would see elsewhere in 
the museum galleries. At the same time, using visual displays in Tate Exchange was an 
important part of the strategy because entering a space geared towards participation could 
be intimidating for some visitors; providing visual material has an advantage because it 
offered a familiar form to visitors. 
 
Therefore, all the visual displays were designed as self-led activities which involved at least a 
very simple level of interaction or participation. The ‘invitation to participate’ needed to be 
visual and an appeal to the curiosity of the visitor. This would also provide a ‘starter point’ 
to introduce visitors to the theme of the programme. An example from Tasty and Smelly 
2017 was the 'Spice Market' where the public could smell mounds of spices laid out like a 
Middle Eastern bazaar. A primary aim was to get people to be aware of their olfactory sense 
which often is ignored in an art space, to communicate with each other about their 
responses and, if they wished, to write down their responses on paper shopping bags 
suspended on a washing line above them. Student facilitators were on-hand to prompt 
conversation, ask questions and assist if needed but were not ‘calling’ people to take part. 
The spatial flow within Tate Exchange was designed so that this activity was directly in the 
sightline of the doorway and would not be missed so therefore it set the tone for visitors 
before they moved onto other activities which explored multisensory perception with 
greater complexity. 
 
Our conclusion through the first interaction of the AR cycle was that self-led activities were 
essential as an ‘entry point’ for the public as they offered visual material for visitors to 
respond. We also recognized that it always needed to be clear that they were the outcome 
of creative activity that had already taken place or they existed for people to engage with. 
 
    
Figure x: ‘Spice Market’ (2017) 
 
 
Figure xi: ‘Spice Market’ (2017) 
 
The second circle represented ‘facilitated activities’, which participants could join at any 
time but where a student would be able to lead the activity, explain or encourage. These 
activities often resulted in a visual output that would remain as an outcome for the public to 
engage with if they didn't want to join in an activity. We also found that ‘facilitated 
activities’ frequently created situations where conversations would emerge between visitors 
taking part and passers-by and as a result, newcomers were often encouraged to join in. The 
‘invitation to participate’ with projects of this sort was therefore a combination of the 
visible activity, the encouragement of the facilitator or the example of other participants. 
 
An example from Tasty and Smelly in 2017 was ‘More than Words’ where visitors were 
encouraged to think metaphorically about artworks in the permanent galleries in terms of 
touch, taste, smell and textures. ("If this sculpture was a smell what kind of smell might it 
be?" "If the painting was a taste how would what sensations would you have in your 
mouth?" "If it touched you how would it feel against your skin?") The participants then 
created multisensory 'captions' for the artwork consisting of vials with scent; items to taste; 
touchable material like fabric, leather, sandpaper, which they constructed into a keychain. 
This activity required skilful facilitation because the concepts were often surprising to 
visitors, but once they understood they wanted to explore in their own time and play with 
the ideas. 
 
   
 
 
Figures xii & xiii: ‘More Than Words’ (2017) 
 
The third circle represents ‘directed’ activities which were time-based with a specific 
beginning and end, such as a workshop. Sometimes these left no visual output though 
usually the activity was documented. The invitation to the public to participate was 
therefore through a form of signage or verbal encouragement. Often these activities gave 
the space for visitors to engage at a deep level and could involve discussion but they could 
also be extremely playful. An example from 2018, ‘Make or Break’, was a pass-the-parcel 
style activity ‘Make Break Remake’ where participants sat around a table and had a short 
period to make an object out of craft materials, this was then passed to another person who 
broke or modified it. It then passed in a different direction to someone who rebuilding it 
anew; sixty seconds later it was being deconstructed again; the cycle continued. An activity 
like this required 'directing' and enthusing, but soon participants had skills which they 
shared. The activity then span off into discussions about art practices which featured 
chance, destruction and rebuilding or social and environmental schemes for reclaiming, 
reconstructing and repurposing spaces and resources. 
 
    
 




Figure xv: ‘Make, Break, Remake’ (2018) 
 
The different sorts of activities offered different forms of participation but they could also 
be multipurpose and at different times an activity could be scaffolded to exhibit the 
features of all the circles, as indicated by the interlocking structure of the rings. For 
example, ‘Food Memories’, which part of Tasty and Smelly in 2017 was a facilitated activity 
where members of the public were able to sit down and discuss with students how food had 
played a part in their sense of identity, and how their preferences, recipes and attitudes 
inherited from different family members, acquired through travel and expressed in different 
ways. The activity featured a large wall map of a fantasy ‘land of food memories’ and 
visitors could take multi-coloured prompt sheets and write down things they recalled, 
favourite foods and anecdotes and place them on the map. When the student facilitators 
were not present visitors could easily engage with it the map their own, read or leave their 
contributions. At other times there were organised workshops, co-hosted with the 
Migration Museum Project, where participants would bring in different food items and 
discuss the importance of how food within narratives of migration. This activity, therefore, 
covered all three forms: although designed as a facilitated activity it could also be self-led or 
directed. Through our analysis of the programme, we concluded that offering a combination 
of the three different forms of engagement was essential to meet the needs and 
preferences of the visitors.  
 
This can also be seen as an example of the way that a structure for informal learning can be 
constructed or ‘scaffolded’14, to provide different opportunities for learners according to 
their interests and preferences. It also implies that scaffolded situations like this are 
desirable not only because they enable visitors to access activities at different intellectual 
levels but because they also offer different forms of participation which can be meaningful 
and rewarding, although this need not be seen as being hierarchical. 
 
 
14 Smagorinsky, P. (2019) ‘Is Instructional Scaffolding Actually Vygotskian, and Why Should It Matter to 
Literacy Teachers’, Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy Vol. 62 No. 3. 
 
 
Figure xvi ‘Food Memories’ (2017) 
 
 
Figure xvii: ‘Food Memories’ (2017) 
 
 
Figures xvii & xviii: ‘Food Memories’ (2017) 
 
‘Triangles’ of participation and collaboration 
Using AR to identify the different levels of participation involved in a Tate Exchange 
programme proved to be more complex. From the outset, we anticipated that engagement 
in participatory projects operated on at least three levels and needed to be clear about the 
distinctions between collaborators, co-creators and visitors or casual participants. 
Consequently, one of our goals was to investigate how we could represent and test this and 
devise a model of participation and engagement that could identify the range of people 
involved with the activities by the nature of their engagement, and thereby anticipate their 
motivations and expectations. We also wished to see if their participation could be 
developed over time so that an individual or group could have an increasingly deep 
experience, either within the period of a single annual programme or across several years. 
We hoped that by using methods that were similar to the way the ‘three-rings’ were 
scaffolded we could create opportunities for people to be involved in the projects. In 
particular, we wanted to see if the relationships that enabled participation could be 
scaffolded so that individuals and groups could develop from being casual drop-in 
participants and become more involved as a co-creators.  
 
Nina Simon, in a key text addressing participation in museums, identifies four modes of 
participation: contributory; collaborative; co-creative; hosted15. Initially, we based our 
planning on Simon's approach but recognized through our AR process that because our 
programmes were structured around student learning as well as public engagement our 
model had to include multiple and sometimes contradictory requirements. Therefore we 
adapted Simon’s design to propose a model of participation and engagement that should 
show how a successful programme featured a set of dynamic interrelationships. 
 
As a result, we started our strategic planning by using pyramid-style visualization that 
identified participation on three levels: general public; collaborators and partners; student 
creators.  This presumed that there was a hierarchy to participation and that the more 
 
15 Simon (2010) pp190-191. 
intensively people were involved in the process the more they would have a meaningful 
engagement. It also presumed that scaffolding would enable participants to move from one 
level to another. However, the analysis of the first and second years taught us that, while 
some of these points might be valid, they also provided a one-sided way of understanding 
how participating and engagement was working through the programmes. 
 
The revision to the model resulted in a different approach to thinking of the process of 
participation and engagement, and which was more focused on the relationships that were 
established than presuming a hierarchy. Using a segmented triangle with four 
compartments indicates how the different aspects of activity taking place had different 
purposes and different characteristics, but when interlocking together the four triangles 




Figure xix: Triangles of participation and engagement  
 
 
The top triangle of the pyramid ‘Creating’ represents participation by the co-creators and 
facilitators of the activities, the students and volunteers. Fundamental to their position was 
that they had been given the responsibility to design and deliver a creative project and that 
they had been part of a creative dialogue with the institution. The motivation of this group 
to be involved has to do with personal identity, being students who aspired to be future 
museum professionals. Therefore, they perceived that contributing to the programme, 
working in teams, being involved with Tate Exchange and forging links with communities or 
organisations which they previously might not have encountered all contributed to their 
learning experience. They aimed to create activities which offered a deep and worthwhile 
public engagement, that gave them creative and intellectual satisfaction and in addition 
enabled them to gain knowledge and expertise.  
 
The bottom right triangle of the pyramid, ‘Contributing/ visiting’, represents the 
involvement of the general public. This could range from museum visitors with no previous 
involvement in the season of activities who might discover Tate Exchange purely by accident 
so they would have few specific expectations, to visitors who had come to Tate Exchange 
because of word-of-mouth, marketing or attendance at previous activities and who would 
have more concrete expectations. Alternatively, they could be associated with external 
partners and therefore have a others reasons for coming that related to their community 
connections or work and personal identities. We recognised that the engagement of many 
people in this category might be limited to the time in which they were actually taking part 
in an activity, or even observing others doing so, but that there would also be people whose 
intellectual or emotional engagement would extend beyond the time spent in the actual 
space of Tate Exchange, either because the activities resonated or because they were 
involved in dialogue that continued beyond the end of the activity. 
 
The triangle on the bottom left, ‘Collaboration’, represents community partners, 
volunteers, stakeholders and external organisations. This includes groups who could have an 
extended relationship with the student organisers and who might be involved in the 
conceptual and practical development of the projects. We recognised from the outset that it 
would be desirable for us to develop long term relationships with partners who had 
community interests and networks as this could ensure that the activities we offered 
reflected a diverse range of interests, not just that of the students. We also recognised, 
pragmatically, that while some of the Tate Exchange Associates might have constituent 
communities, members or friends, that would provide an audience, university students did 
not. Therefore, it was to the benefit of the programme if we could work with partners who 
would see that being involved might support their cultural aims. This meant that the 
students could have the opportunity to learn that co-creation and co-design might require 
them to negotiate with collaborators so that their activities might meet multiple objectives, 
and not just reflect their vision. This would also expand the visitor base so that alongside the 
drop-in Tate Exchange visitors we might have contributors with special interests and 
particular reasons for taking part. This group also included volunteers who were previous 
students on the course and now worked in the cultural sector, and in some cases had been 
the student organisers of previous Tate Exchange programmes. 
 
Discerning the motivation for these groups and individuals in participating is complex. It 
includes the ‘cultural capital’ of being part of an activity at Tate Exchange but more 
importantly is the perceived benefit of the programme to their group’s wellbeing or in 
taking part in co-creating a stimulating and creative activity. 
 
The middle triangle, ‘Leadership/ hosting’ represents the involvement of Tate Exchange 
curators and production team and the management of University lecturers. While having at 
times an ‘arms-length’ distance from the design and delivery of the activities, both Tate 
Exchange team and the University academics were imparting skills training the students and 
setting targets and expectations, explicitly and implicity, through leadership and pedagogy. 
‘Hosting’ is a fundamental concept because the viability of the programme depended on 
creating a structured environment in which the students the public and partners could 
interact, and a safe space in which they could take risks and be supported if they would fail 
in their expectations. Leadership/ hosting also involved the overarching management: 
overseeing finances, security, ethics and monitoring and evaluation which were integral to 
the structure and balance of the programmes.  
 
 
Figure xx: ‘Make Me, Break Me, Read Me’ (2018) an activity designed as a game in which participants could 




Figure xxi: ‘Make Me, Break Me, Read Me’ (2018)  
 
 
Reflecting upon the model of participation and engagement  
As we reflected at each turn of the AR cycle we learned more about the complexity of 
different needs within the different areas and we realised that we needed to revise the way 
we expected people to benefit from taking part in participatory projects. In particular, this 
caused us to question if we were achieving what was needed with the 'collaboration' part of 
the triangle model and if we needed to invest more time to develop those relationships. 
 
One of our overarching goals in taking part in the Tate Exchange programme was to see if 
our activities could enable diverse groups of people to have a deeper involvement in culture 
and creativity In line with the changing ways that museums ‘headline’ their values and 
purpose. A central aspiration of Tate Exchange, as expressed in its 2018 ‘Theory of 
Change’16, is that art should make a difference to people’s lives, which is also core to our 
sense of purpose and has synergy with the historical mission of the University of 
Westminster to enable a wider group of people to access the social and cultural benefits of 
education. However, because of the different groups of people involved, as indicated in the 
model, it was not easy to assess what the benefits to participants had been and to deduce 
how being involved had supported widening participation in the arts. Our experience over 
the first two years showed us that we could address the impact of the creative projects 
upon the students responsible for running and delivering the programme, through their self-
reflections and by tracking their progress after graduation, but we had few means to gauge 
the ‘before and after’ for other participants.  
 
Collaborative Partners 
In order to explore how we could deepen our knowledge of the benefits of participation 
through the programme and to create richer relationships with external groups, we set out 
to make significant relationships with key partners from outside the university sector. In 
particular, we looked for organisations with whom we could develop sustained partnerships 
that could lead to shared projects over future years and that would enable us to do 
longitudinal research into the effect of taking part in the programme. As a result, three 
organisations became important partners in our activities in Year 3: Creative Minds; Core 
Arts, a not-for-profit social business in North London’ and The Bridge Project at Waterloo, a 
local residents’ group.  
 
The partnership we formed, with Creative Minds, illustrates how a strategic partnership can 
enable mutual and collaborative outcomes and a deeper and more sustained set of 
outcomes. Creative Minds is a is a social enterprise and nationwide community of artists 
who deliver art sessions to people of all ages in venues across the country. Creative Minds 
had been involved in our Year 2 project ‘Make or Break’ when they brought in groups from 
care homes to participate in ‘DreamWeaver’ an activity where visitors created compilations 
of fabric that adorned a hanging net. The enthusiasm of the groups from the care home was 
infectious, and very interesting interactions took place around reminiscence, craft skills and 
the thrill for people of being at Tate Modern making something personal that thousands of  




16 Hannah Wilmott (2018) Theory of Change, Tate Exchange 
 





Figure xxiii: ‘Dreamweaver’ with Creative Minds participants (2018) 
 
The following year for the programme ‘The Museum of Things that Don’t Stand Still’ the 
artist managers at Creative Minds17 worked with the students to define the concept of 
different activities. One of these was 'Spread Your Wings' which featured a bird tunnel of 
origami birds and flowers that grew over the week of installation at Tate Exchange, and a 
peacock where visitors added painted feathers to its majestic tail. Students worked in the 
care homes alongside the artists in residence before the week at Tate Exchange so that the 
residents had a sustained involvement in the project and, as explained by one of the student 
organisers, the planning represented a deep level of collaboration.  
 
“We wanted to develop a project reflective of the topic through physical, theoretical 
and metaphorical perspectives. Creative Minds reflected on birds’ movement, and 
how some residents can feel trapped by their disabilities. It was also quite a nostalgic 
experience for some clients. This metaphorical movement of stories implied is also a 
physical journey, enabled through the space. This path intended to become a 
materialisation of our biggest aim: share a creative moment and walk through it. 
What we desired from visitors was to share a moment relaxing, sharing and to give 
an opportunity to express their own creativity.”18 
 
 
Figure xxiii: ‘Spread Your Wings’ (2019) 
 
 
17 Led by Sarah Fenner, Community Development Manager, Creative Minds 
18 Margherita Berti, Grace Aldridge, Danbee Park, and Katrina Pasek, 2019 ‘Spread Your Wings’ Report. 
 
Figure xxiv: ‘Spread Your Wings’ (2019) 
 
The collaboration illustrates a symbiotic relationship on many levels. It enabled the students 
to develop a rich socially engaged project and the Creative Minds the opportunity to expand 
their artistic practice into a context they were not normally working in. It set up the 
possibility that partners could create ‘spin-offs’ from the activities at Tate Exchange which 
that they could develop for their own spaces. For example, the Bridge Project further 
developed an activity co-created with the students as part of the Waterloo Festival which 
they organised. Collaborations also provided both organisations with a track record and 
provide the connections with individuals who might be able contribute to later feedback 




Figure xxv: social media post by Creative Minds following ‘Spread Your Wings’ (2019) 
 
Evaluation within the programme: student reflection 
The development of the models that we used to construct the programmes, the  
Model of participation and engagement and the ‘Three-ring' model of activities had a direct 
impact on our approach to evaluation. As the direction of the programme changed over the 
years so too did the way we focused the evaluation to concentrate on different aspects of 
the programme. Three aspects of this are particularly noteworthy: student reflections; 
management self-evaluation; visitor evaluation though creative contribution. These map 
onto the Model of participation and engagement with the evaluation involving collaborators 
and partners being spread between the three areas listed above. 
 
Reflective learning was an important part of the student experience from the outset and 
over the three years, we looked at different ways that students could self-reflect on their 
experience and self-appraise how their learning had arisen from designing and managing 
their programmes, working as teams, collaborating with external partners and interacting 
with the public. We settled on written group reports, which was a compromise between 
University requirements and the desire to allow students to define their own formats. Self-
reflection19 can be understood as a generic process that takes place continuously as part of 
lived experience and how people interact with the world around them, but self-evaluation, 
or self-assessment, requires putting the skills of reflection into a structured form, using 
them to respond to questions or directives, and reporting on what they have done20. 
 
19 Jennifer Moon, (2004) A Handbook of Reflective and Experiential Learning: Theory and Practice, London: 
Routledge  
20 Mariëtte H. van Loon (2018) ‘Self-Assessment and Self-Reflection to Measure and Improve Self-Regulated 
Learning in: McGrath S., Mulder M., Papier J., Stuart R. (eds) (2018) Handbook of Vocational Education and 
Training: Developments in the Changing World of Work, New York: Springer; Peter Smith and Melissa 
Consequently, we realized that is was crucial for the students to learn how to self-reflect 
upon all aspects of their experience in working with a project like Tate Exchange, and to 
present this as self-evaluation that can exist beyond the life of the programme. These points 
are best expressed by the students themselves: 
 
“I was sceptical about our ability to deliver the project successfully. …At some point, 
however, in the middle of the project when I was feeling stressed that things were not going 
well and we were running out of time, I reached the realisation that the point of the project 
was the process itself. Tate Exchange is a laboratory, and this was an experiment. Working 
on Tasty and Smelly gave me the valuable experience of working on a ‘real’ project, helping 
to produce and deliver an event at one of the most prestigious public art galleries in the 
world. I was able to learn a lot, through the process of planning and executing the activity, 
and from observing more experienced colleagues.” 21 
 
Secondly, as organisers, we were appraising our performance within the Tate Exchange 
programme as a whole, how we interacted with the other Associates and how we could 
contribute to a critical mass that was developing around the community of Associates. We 
also needed to address how what we were doing met the University's objectives to be 
involved with national and international cultural institutions. As part of the AR cycle, we 
increasingly engaged with other associates, comparing notes, sharing experience and 
finding ways to build on each other's knowledge. Much of the written content that we 
produced in Years 1 and 2 contributed to the evaluation being carried out by Hannah 
Wilmot for Tate Exchange22. 
 
Visitor evaluation and qualitative analysis 
The third form of evaluation addressed the way people responded to the activities we had 
organized. This evaluation was largely based on public feedback but drew heavily on 
qualitative research methods. Once we had defined the operational models of participation 
they gave us a structure that allowed us to apply different sorts of evaluation to suit the 
different levels of engagement by participants, and the different nature of their experience. 
This was largely based on public feedback but used a variety of methods including 
participant observation and content analysis. In our first year, students looked in detail who 
took part, the duration of their engagement, and asked members of the public to fill in 
questionnaires. However, as we self-evaluated as part of our AR cycle we decided that this 
methodology was not in keeping with the goals of the Tate Exchange project to be creative 
and that the information it contributed was not necessarily useful in the long term. 
Additionally, most of the students concluded that it was difficult to carry out public 
evaluation adequately while being part of the team delivering the project, which created a 
conflict that was hard to resolve. As a result, we decided it was more effective to take a 
'narrow and deep' approach and concentrate on evaluating a limited number of activities in 
the programme rather than all of them. The benefit of this was that it could give us a more 
complex and subtle understanding of public engagement and its benefits. 
 
Desjarlais, (2011) 'A comparative analysis of reflection and self-assessment' International Journal of Process 
Education, 3, 3-18; 
21 Naheed Bilgrami, (2017) ‘Food Memories’ Report. 
22 Hannah Wilmot, (2017) Tate Exchange Year 1: Exchange Evaluation Report 2016-17, London: Tate; Hannah 
Wilmot, (2018) Tate Exchange Year 2: Production Evaluation Report 2017-18, London: Tate 
 
As the second year progressed we explored a variety of methods including participant 
observation and interviews which were largely based around the learning outcomes of their 
experiences. As we evaluated these methods in our second AR cycle we decided that these 
presented the students with too many limitations and were not flexible enough as ways to 
get feedback from people about their experience. This, in turn, led us to question the form 
that feedback might take, from being words on the page, observation of activities, verbal 




Figure xxvi: Visitor taking part in documentation with Tate Exchange team member (2018) 
 
 
As a consequence, we have realized that the next step in refining the evaluation methods is 
to explore how content analysis can a viable form of qualitative evaluation. We have 
proposed that by looking at the material participants produced as source material we could 
identify themes that emerge. This would be use content analysis as a method similar 
conversational analysis but drawing on visual outcomes rather than language and text. 
Although this does not provide a basis for comparison across activities, and it would be 
highly subjective, it could present a bigger picture of the connections that people make 
between activities in Tate Exchange and their personal lives, memories, external reference 
points, society and politics. This could prove to be particularly pertinent when combined 
with other qualitative methods including participant observation. It could also offer 
comparison to other methods like semi-structured interviews with partners that could 






Conclusion and covid-19 afterthoughts 
 
Museum educator, Lisa Roberts describes the museum enterprise as being shaped by value 
and belief systems and that “they give rise not only to the meanings constructed by visitors 
but also to those that are given by the museum. In a world that allows for multiple 
perspectives, the conditions for meaning have become as important as the meanings 
themselves”23. This case study of the University of Westminster shows how that in a 
programme dedicated to public engagement and participation the “conditions for meaning” 
is not at all straightforward but instead reveal the different priorities and needs of the 
different groups, organisations and individuals involved. The ‘operational models for 
participation’ which have been examined in this study show that 'participation' needs be 
thought of as operating in many contexts and not just in the physical space of Tate Modern 
and over a long period, not just in the time allotted for public activities. 
 
Our goal was not only to provide a learning opportunity for the students to develop their 
skills, knowledge, and confidence but also to see if we could create programs that were 
stimulating and rewarding for their participants that had genuine lasting value and, in 
addition, to add value to Tate Exchange. Our programme demonstrates that in any 
participatory context, individuals or groups bring their context and motivations into the 
operation. In this case, as University academics our work as Associates is framed by the 
principles and necessities of education and research. The success of Tate Exchange, from 
our perspective, is that it benefits by bringing together a diverse range of organisations with 
different points of view, all of which are committed to social engagement through the arts.  
 
This case study also shows how participatory programme can contribute to the appreciation 
and awareness of arts and creative practices. It shows that that aspiration of Tate Exchange 
that art should make a difference to people’s lives can be met by small changes of 
perception as expressed by this participant in 2017: 
 
“I reckon that the purpose of the activities was to open our eyes to a different view of 
the world of art. At some point, we’ve got to stop asking ourselves what is the 
meaning of everything – maybe it’s not so very important what it means. It’s 
probably more important what the sense of it is... They are two very basic and 
different things.” 
Bethany, Tate Exchange workshop participant 
 
The case study also shows that by using the self-reflexive analysis of the AR method has 
allowed us to see how our programme can be innovative within the context of professional 
learning. Using reflection in this way has also shown how being a learning programme 
differentiates it from other museum participation projects and that the meaningful 
experiences that have resulted apply equally to the students, the visitors, the collaborative 
partners and even to the leaders. 
 
COVID-19, and the resulting closure of museums and their programmes in Spring 2020, has 
brought about several challenges for the University's programme for Tate Exchange. At the 
time of writing, the students would have been concluding their programme in the space, but 
 
23 Lisa C. Roberts (1997) From Knowledge to Narrative -Educators and the Changing Museum, Washington: 
Smithsonian institution Press, p. 137. 
their projects have instead become virtual activities. Although it might appear that the 
nature of a programme is completely changed when it is not in a physical space, many of the 
objectives and challenges that existed before are the same. Instead, it is arguable that being 






Figures xxvii & xxviii: Online project ‘IsolateCurate’ (2019) 
 
 
Indeed, reflecting upon the way that our 2020 programme has been developing it has 
become evident that way we identified how participation operates is just as valid when 
applied to the virtual programme. When we examining the way that the students have been 
developing their online activities it becomes obvious that the three-ring model of activities 
could be adjusted to understand how people engage on the web or with social media. 
Similarly, the model of participation and engagement can be adapted to show how creators, 
communities and visitors interrelate and work together to foster collective engagement.  
 
Instead of the residents from care homes coming into Tate Exchange and taking part in 
collective activities with the students, packs of art materials have been made up and sent to 
the homes with instructions for activity challenges. The same challenges have been posted 
online for families or individuals to make artworks with simple craft materials they might 
have in their homes. A community ‘space’ has been created with social media for people to 
comment on what each other has made, or to work collectively. Instead of a project where 
visitors would have been encouraged to take photos, crowdsourcing project is being used 
and people are being invited to show how they are experiencing the COVID-19 lockdown by 






Figure xxix: Online project ‘Filtered Reality’ (2019) 
 
This is not to say that the outcomes of participation projects carried out virtually are the 
same because the differences are obvious and the cultural value of taking part in a project 
within an art museum does not translate to a screen and keyboard. Identifying who is taking 
part and how they are responding is extremely difficult unless there is an extended 
engagement online. And while there is a demand for content there is also a huge amount 
being produced internationally from high profile organisations and so it is difficult for 
students projects to gain an audience without promotion. However, despite this virtual 
communities have coalesced around projects, combing people from local networks known 
to the University and the students and remote individuals and groups. 
 
The COVID-19 crisis has demonstrated how important social engagement is when people 
are under stress or in isolation. The feedback being received on the activities indicates how 
useful it is for people to connect with strangers over a shared experience and that creativity 
can provide a common purpose. It has also revealed that the goals of the contemporary art 
museum, to be more open and inclusive, need to be extended. Using the words of an earlier 
Tate research project, Tate Encounters, art museums have been “resolutely analogue”24  in 
their approach to cultural experience, prioritizing the collection, the building and the 
physical engagement with the art object: the ‘real thing’. The lesson from COVID-19 is that 
when museums argue that they have a central place in society they need to do so on the 
basis that they can connect with people remotely and that they bring disparate people 
together to participate in culture – as opposed to inviting people inside their walls. The ‘real 






24 Andrew Dewdney, David Dibosa and Victoria Walsh (2013) Post Critical Museology: Theory and Practice in 
the Art Museum, London: Routledge 
